Abstract
Introduction
Breastfeeding (BF) is the most natural and economical way of promoting infant nutrition 1 and is positively related to infant's health 2, 3 and the reduction of infant mortality. 4 Breastfeeding also generates benefits to maternal health, contributing to reduce the onset of certain cancers, chronic noncommunicable diseases, and postpartum depression. [5] [6] [7] The World Health Organization (WHO) recommends breastfeeding should be started in the first hour of the baby's life and maintained as exclusive food for the infant for the first six months, and then supplemented from six months to two years of age or more. 8 Data from the latest national survey on prevalence of BF in 2008 showed that 67.7% of newborns in Brazil had been breastfed in the first hour of life. However, they indicated a significant drop in the probability of children being exclusively breastfed (EBF) in the first days of life in all the regions in Brazil, especially in the Northeast, where a probability of interruption of EBF was found to be approximately 40%. The median duration of EBF was 54.1 days (1.8 months) in the Brazilian capitals and 34.9 days (1.2 months) in the Northeast. 9 These data demonstrate that, although women start EBF, they abandon the practice too early.
Breastfeeding is not only determined by the biological ability of the mother to produce the ideal food for her child, but also by the social, cultural, economic and historical context in which the woman is inserted. [10] [11] [12] Thus, some determinants, such as low schooling and lack of maternal guidance, absence of the father, mother working, maternal choice not to breastfeed, and postpartum depression are related to early weaning. [13] [14] [15] [16] Studies carried out by Carrascoza et al. 17 and Moreira et al. 11 pointed out that BF promotes both positive and negative feelings in nursing mothers. Although BF represents a challenge, mothers who breastfed expressed feelings of pleasure, satisfaction, and fulfillment as mothers. However, nervousness, pain and sadness may also be part of the experience of some women.
Considering that in the Brazilian context mothers stop EBF precociously, it is essential to know their perception about breastfeeding, in order to try to understand the reasons that lead them to abandon this practice. This study aims to analyze the meanings that breastfeeding has for nursing mothers, users of the public health network in Fortaleza city, Ceará.
Methods
This is a cross-sectional study with a quantitative approach conducted in Fortaleza city with the goal of analyzing the maternal and child healthcare network in Fortaleza. This study was conducted between 2014 and 2016.
Nine Unidades de Atenção Primária à Saúde (UAPS) (Primary Health Care Units) were chosen among the six Secretarias Executivas Regionais do Município (SERs) (Regional Executive Secretaries of the Municipality) from October 2014 to October 2015. Such collection period differs from a larger research because it is just a part of it and refers only to the interviews with the nursing mothers.
The study used a convenience sample of nursing mothers who attended child care consultations during the study period. The inclusion criteria were: age ≥18 years old, have a child under two years old, and registered at the health unit. The data were collected through a socioeconomic and health questionnaire and through the application of the Teste de Associação Livre de Palavras (TALP) (Word Free Association Test) applied by undergraduate and master's students in nutrition who had been previously trained. The nursing mothers were invited to participate in the research while they were waiting for their children's consultation. The maternal variables collected were age, schooling, marital status, having an outside job, and information about BF (EBF in children under six months of age, guidelines on breastfeeding received by mothers, and the difficulties in practicing BF).
The TALP was used as a theoretical contribution to the knowledge of meanings that breastfeeding has for the women who are practicing it. The TALP is a projective test that it is possible to capture mental projections spontaneously, quickly and objectively, and reveals the implicit and latent contents that represent a certain phenomenon to be studied. 18 In its application, the interviewee is asked to externalize in a written or spoken manner words or expressions that immediately come to mind when in contact with a certain inductive, visual or auditory stimulus. 18, 19 In this study, the test was applied individually and the mothers were instructed to tell the first three words that came to mind when they heard the inducing stimulus "breastfeeding". In order to eliminate possible doubts about the use of the TALP and to ensure its comprehension, the mothers were previously instructed with an example used as inducing stimulus, a word unrelated to the theme.
Based on the evoked terms, graphical accents, articles, verbs and connecting words were eliminated, and only the nucleus that gave meaning to what the participants said was kept. In this way, a dictionary of words was created, respecting the order of evocation of words: first, second and third places. Then, these terms were used to create categories in grouping words with identical, similar or close semantic meaning. Each category was named according to the word contained in it that presented greater frequency of evocation. 18 After this step, the dictionary was saved as a "comma-separated" option, using an Excel ® spreadsheet, to be transported to the EVOC 2000 ® program. This software analyzes data considering the average frequency and the average order of evocation. The average frequency refers to the number of times the word was evoked and is obtained by dividing the total number of words by the number of categories. The average order of evocations takes into consideration the order in which each word was evoked in first, second, or third place, and is provided by the software itself.
In order to present the meanings that the "breastfeeding" phenomenon has for these participants, we chose to use a four-cell table created by the EVOC 2000 ® software, in which the categories are distributed according to the largest and smallest degree of meaning they have for the group studied. Figure 1 shows a graphical representation of how the software classifies the categories.
Regarding to the four-cell table, it can be interpreted as follows: the upper left quadrant shows the categories that had high frequency and low order of evocation; they are the categories with greater significance for the group studied. In the upper right quadrant are placed the categories of the first periphery, with high frequency and higher than average order of evocation; because of their high frequency, they are also significant. At the lower left quadrant are the contrast categories, which have low frequency and lower than average order of evocation; they are representative for a small group of participants. These words can reinforce the ones of the first periphery. In the last quadrant, the categories of the second periphery are placed with less frequency and order of evocation above the average, which gives them less terms of significance to the group. 19 The analysis of the results was based on the categories formed by the evoked words, and supported on specialized literature on the subject. Tables and  figures were 
Results
On average, 560 children under two years of age are assisted monthly in childcare clinics at the nine health units. Until the end of the collection period, it was possible to interview 279 nursing mothers; it was not possible to conduct interviews in some of the days they were scheduled for childcare consultations. There was no refusal on behalf of the women who were approached to participate in the research.
The nursing mothers had a median age of 26, ranging from 18 to 45 years old. The majority had a partner (73.7%), had graduated from high school (65.8%), and did not have an outside job (71.8%) ( Table 1) .
In relation to the children, 115 (41.2%) were under six months of age, 66 (57.4%) were exclusively breastfed; among the latter, 44 (66.7%) were less than three months old (Table 1) .
More than half of the mothers had received guidance about BF; among them, 193 (69.7%) received the instructions during prenatal care, 190 (68.8%) in the puerperium, and 167 (61.6%) during childcare consultations. Most of the mothers (68.0%) reported not having any difficulties in breastfeeding their babies ( Table 1) .
The analysis of the TALP showed 656 terms evoked in which 209 were different from each other. The mean order of evocation was 1.8 and the mean frequency was 65.6. (Figure 2) In the upper left quadrant of the four-cell table, the categories were important and milk, considered as the most significant for these women. In the upper right quadrant, the categories were health and love, which were the most relevant peripheral elements. In the lower left quadrant, the category good emerged, which was significant for a small number of the interviewees. In the lower right quadrant were placed the categories that least represented the group and that formed child, pain, juice, don't know and care.
The category milk had high frequency and lower order of evocation, being the most representative. In this category, the gathered words such as breastfeeding, breast milk, and breast. Then, important, constituted by the terms such as essential, necessary and fundamental, had low order of evocation and high frequency, but lower than the previous category.
Health and love presented high frequencies, but since their evocation orders were also high, they had a lower or more peripheral significance. The first was formed by the terms healthy, health-child, avoid-disease, nutritious, and the second was formed by affection, pleasure, satisfaction, and among others.
For a small number of interviewees, the act of breastfeeding had the meaning of being good. Some women demonstrated indifference or were not able to express their feelings about breastfeeding, as in the category don't know. Another small group of women attributed a negative connotation to BF, which can be found in the category pain from words such as much-pain, discomfort, and swelling. The categories child, care, and juice were also insignificant for the study group participants.
Discussion
Breastfeeding was considered an important practice and it was represented by its own product, that is, breast milk, by the nursing mothers in this present study. Breastfeeding was also highlighted as a source of health and an expression of love.
As verified in the category milk, the element that emerged among the interviewees about the act of breastfeeding was the food physiologically produced by them to feed their children. Corroborating with the findings in this present study, Carrascoza et al. 17 while searching to characterize and analyze the mothers' perception in the act of breastfeeding, found references to breast milk throughout the discourses of some women about breastfeeding. This finding reveals the intrinsic relationship between breastfeeding and the milk produced by them.
During the pregnant-puerperal cycle, women use to mentalize the experience of offering breast milk to their children, 20 which may also justify the presence of such element in their unconsciousness during this period.
In the category important, the interviewees emphasize the indispensability of breastfeeding and its relation to the children's growth and development. In the category health, the mothers' knowledge about the protective effect of breast milk and the nutritional value of this food was evident. These findings are in agreement with what was found by Eulálio et al. 21 , who observed the perception that breast milk promotes healthy growth and development of the infants, in the interviewees' speech. This result evidences the incorporation, by the mothers, of the technical-scientific discourse used both in the BF campaigns and in the assistance given by health professionals to the nursing mothers. 22 The women in the present study did not seemed to be aware of the benefits that breastfeeding brings for themselves, since the meanings evoked in the TALP only demonstrated benefits for the children. This result differs from Rocha et al. 23 found in a study conducted with pregnant women followed up in public prenatal care programs in cities from the Table 1 Sociodemographic characteristics and information about breastfeeding from nursing mothers in primary care.
Fortaleza, 2014-2015.
Marital status, schooling and difficulties to breastfeed n=278; Have an outside job and guidance on BF during prenatal care n=277; Guidance on BF in the puerperium n=276; Guidance on BF in childcare consultations n=271; EBF situation for children under six months n=66. state of São Paulo, which showed that maternal representations about breastfeeding was focused on maternal love, the protection provided by breast milk to the baby, and its benefits for the mother. These results demonstrate that campaigns and actions on breastfeeding promote only issues related to the baby's health while those related to maternal health are neglected. 24 Thus, the absence of the women's perception on the benefits of breastfeeding for their own health points out the need of health professionals to inform them about these advantages during individual consultations and educational activities, in order to increase the mothers' motivation for the practice of EBF.
Characteristics
The category love revealed positive maternal feelings about the practice of breastfeeding and the profile of zealous mothers who care, love and protect their children. Although this category did not represent the major meaning of breastfeeding for the nursing mothers studied, these results were similar to those found by Rocha et al. 23 and Carrascoza et al. 17 , who showed the relevance of maternal love for the practice of breastfeeding.
The contact of the mother's breast with the baby's face establishes a bond between the mother and the child, a way for the women to feel once again the bond between her body and of the child. 25 In Caceido et al. 26 study, this was the main reason for the mothers to consider breastfeeding as an act of love.
Moreira et al. 11 carried out a study on the social representation of breastfeeding in three generations of women in the same family, and showed that the experiences in BF were portrayed with feelings of pleasure, fulfillment and joy, although negative feelings such as nervousness, pain and sadness, were also cited. This result reveals that breastfeeding can generate ambiguous maternal feelings, which are determined by each woman's experiences.
In the present study, negative feelings were restricted to a few women, and the category pain was the least significant. The same result was found in a study on the social representation of women who interrupted EBF too early, which had three categories, and one of them that contemplated negative feelings was the least relevant. 27 Regarding to negative feelings, it was observed that the suffering during breastfeeding was related to breast problems, such as breast engorgement and nipple fissures. This result corroborates to other studies that show pain as a factor that interferes with the maintenance of breastfeeding. 10 The nursing mothers' lack of preparedness before the physical challenges posed by BF 28 also negatively affects the mothers' decision to continue breastfeeding. Therefore, early approach of the correct technique in breastfeeding and provi-sions of supporting women more with the act of active listening is necessary to achieve a successful breastfeeding, to identify the situation of breastfeeding and to work with individualized counseling. 14, 27 As a limitation of this study, we must mention some peculiarities of the TALP method for collecting and analyzing data, because it is not a usual research method. It was observed that the participants had difficulties to verbalize the first three words or expressions that came to mind when listening to the induced stimulus. Consequently, the number of words in the dictionary giving rise to the categories was reduced. By using frequency and average order of evocation, a greater number of words would help in the construction of the categories. Furthermore, some interviewees did not readily verbalize what came to mind, which may have interfered with the research outcome. In order to minimize such issues, before the implementation of the TALP, an explanation had to be made about the method and an example should have been given to each interviewee.
This study led to the conclusion that the meanings attributed by the mothers on breastfeeding were predominantly positive, possibly due to the guidelines on BF received during prenatal, puerperal and childcare consultations. However, it is worth noting that a little more than half of the children under six months of age were on EBF and most of them were less than three months old, showing that although the mothers had information that would favor the maintenance of EBF, but they did not continue to practice it. Early discontinuation of EBF by a significant portion of the population was also observed in the II Pesquisa de Prevalência de Aleitamento Materno nas Capitais Brasileiras e Distrito Federal (II Survey on Prevalence of Maternal Breastfeeding in Brazilian Capitals and the Federal District), whose median time on EBF was 1.8 months in Brazil. 9 Therefore, health professionals should seek in identifying other factors that may be related to such abandonment. Despite this, the positive meanings of breastfeeding in view of the participants in the study constitute of a favorable result to increase EBF rates at a local level, since the interviewees judged EBF to be essential and demonstrated to have assimilated the information transmitted by health workers about it.
The nursing mothers considered breastfeeding an important practice, represented by breast milk, which promotes health to the baby and expresses an act of love. For them, BF is permeated with positive meanings.
Although the results found here are applicable only to the group studied, knowing the meanings that breastfeeding has for the nursing mothers in helping to understand the factors associated to early weaning, making it possible to restructure the care directed to this public. During health consultations and educational activities carried out with the nursing mothers, it is essential to investigate their feelings about the practice of breastfeeding, as well as the social and cultural context in which they are inserted in.
Considering that BF generates positive and sometimes negative feelings, it is necessary to provide more support for women throughout their pregnancy and after childbirth. It is important not only that they receive guidance, but also that they feel encouraged and listened to, for the clarification of doubts and provision of help when facing their difficulties.
